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A B S T R A C T   
This paper reflects on the performance and endurance of long-term perspectives and their impact 
on strategies, institutional change and material effects. In the past decades, the long-term 
perspective of a national ecological network has been a key element of Dutch nature conserva-
tion policy. By focusing on the temporal, procedural and discursive dimensions of Dutch nature 
conservation, the analysis shows that long-term perspectives can function as powerful coordi-
nation tools, across government levels and due time. Conversely, their actual realization often 
proves vulnerable to the multiple dependencies built into governance processes, including 
competing claims about the future and related strategies. In the context of Dutch nature con-
servation policy, we witness a growing discrepancy between the long-term perspective on the one 
hand and strategies, institutional changes and material effects on the other. We subsequently 
examine the underlying conditions which enabled the long-term perspective of a national 
ecological network to endure through time and still play an important role in the policies and 
actions of public and private organisations. The network of actors, institutions and material re-
alities emerging over time provides the long-term perspective with some critical mass, while it 
also explains its disposition to change over time.   
1. Introduction 
Long-term perspectives and visions play an important role in governance (Hoch, 2016; Van Assche, Verschraegen, & Gruezmacher, 
2021). Actors develop and share these long-term perspectives as devices that might help to bring reality closer to their ideals and 
visions. They can linger as an unofficial discourse for a long while and become embedded in formal policy documents. Long-term 
perspectives can inspire policy making, institutional changes, and strategizing. And they can have material effects or not. Yet the 
actual linkages between long-term perspectives, policies, strategies and material effects are much more complex than often assumed in 
the literature. Many authors have pointed to the so called implementation gap, focussing on the discrepancies between policies and 
their outcomes (Barrett, 2004; Hill & Hupe, 2009; Pressman & Wildavsky, 1979; Schofield, 2001).However, less attention has been to 
the ways long-term perspectives inform policies and relate to instruments and strategies that shape implementation practices and 
outcomes (Cumming, Cumming, & Redman, 2006; Granjou, Walker, & Salazar, 2017; Maier et al., 2016; Van Assche et al., 2021; 
Veenman, Sperling, & Hvelplund, 2019; Voß, Smith, & Grin, 2009). Consequently, the emergence of alternative perspectives is even to 
a lesser extent understood, particularly when considering related policies and strategies that alter a certain long-term perspective and 
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its materialization (Brown & Rappert, 2017; Delina, 2018; Mermet, Bille, & Leroy, 2010; Millett, 2006). A better understanding of the 
potentialities, roles, and impact of long-term perspectives is particularly useful for the governance of sustainability transitions, since 
numerous studies have shown that it is extremely difficult to change the existing system and work towards a more sustainable future 
(Grunwald, 2007; Patterson et al., 2017). 
By adopting an evolutionary governance standpoint, this paper aims to offer in-depth insights in the performance of long-term 
perspectives in governance and their endurance through time It will do so by analysing the evolution of Dutch nature conservation 
policy. The Netherlands has a well-established tradition of protecting nature and biodiversity. For a long time, the realisation and 
protection of a coherent national ecological network of protected areas has animated policy developments and conservation practices. 
Over the past decade, this long-term perspective was adapted as was the set of policy instruments and strategies for nature conser-
vation. What emerged is a growing discrepancy between the future as depicted in the long-term perspective on Dutch nature con-
servation and the effects that materialize along the way. As a consequence, many protected species and their natural habitats remain in 
a precarious conservation status (Adams et al., 2020; Sanders, Henkens, & Slijkerman, 2019). Notwithstanding these circumstances, 
the long-term perspective still endures in promoting a more coherent approach to nature conservation, chiefly through its articulation 
in the concept of a national ecological network. 
The evolutionary account on Dutch nature conservation builds on an analysis of policy documents, policy evaluations, monitoring 
reports, research reports and scientific articles and, in particular, on the development of a national ecological network. These sources 
are used to identify the most important perspectives and related time horizons, the strategizing for and against these perspectives, the 
most important institutional changes made in relation to nature conservation and data about the actual realization of the long-term 
perspective of a coherent national ecological network. The analysis broadly covers a thirty year period between 1990− 2020. The 
framework informing the analysis of this case draws on Evolutionary Governance Theory and accounts from Futures Studies to put 
forward a host of potentially productive distinctions to address the intricate and often elusive character of long-term perspectives. 
The following section outlines the role of long-term perspectives in governance and a three-fold distinction, which is subsequently 
applied to the temporal, procedural and discursive dimensions of Dutch nature conservation. The discussion further elaborates on the 
findings to explore their broader implications for the politics of anticipation and various forms of steering in the governance of nature 
conservation and sustainability transitions. 
2. Long-term perspectives in governance: an evolutionary take 
This paper draws on insights from Evolutionary Governance Theory (Van Assche, Beunen, & Duineveld, 2014) to further explore 
the relation between long-term perspectives, their institutionalization in policy documents, the strategizing of actors, and the material 
effects of long-term perspectives. Long-term perspectives represent discursive structures that can shape strategizing and institutional 
change (Cabantous, Gond, & Wright, 2018; Van Assche et al., 2021). They also articulate visions of how things are going to be or how 
they ought to be, thus informing normative standpoints of acting upon an uncertain future. As such, long-term perspectives can also act 
as provocations bringing into question “[w]hat kind of world is being imagined, speculated about and anticipated, hence to some 
extent wished?” (Van Hemert, 2017, p. 87). 
In the context of governance there are always multiple perspectives on the future. That brings attention to the multiplicity of 
meanings and their evolution in relation to different time horizons and the importance “to elucidate how conflicts can arise between 
different forms of future-oriented knowledge” (Groves, 2017, p. 37). The politics of anticipation thrives on that ebb and flow of 
contestation, as different ways of envisioning the future inform choices about problem definitions and rhetorical packaging (Boeze-
man, 2016). Going further, Groves calls attention to the ways various styles of anticipation are manifested “through forces that shape 
social, representational and physical spaces in which public things are constituted” (2017, 37). Long-term perspectives are no 
exception, particularly so due to the time horizons involved and the inherent complexity associated with those. 
Long-term perspectives are based on specific observations and understandings of past, present and future situations. The arrow of 
time is unforgiving and so does uncertainty when ideas of steering and control become chiefly associated with a particular version of 
the future. Matthias Gross points out that uncertainty “normally refers to a situation in which, given current knowledge, there are 
multiple possible future outcomes”, whereas planning and implementation still rely to an important extent on a linear logic of taming 
the future (2010, p. 3). Exercises of anticipation and the future perspectives they articulate are inherently bound to some present 
conditions. These conditions, that mark the evolution of governance, can be further analysed as a set of dependencies. One can 
distinguish between path-dependencies, inter-dependencies, goal-dependencies and material-dependencies (Van Assche et al., 2014). 
The influence of these dependencies, that themselves are subject to change, represents an obvious conundrum in addressing the 
interplay between long-term perspectives, strategies, institutional changes and material effects. Future-oriented knowledge necessarily 
requires a relentless problematisation of those entrapments of the present (Deleuze & Guattari, 1987; Strathern, 1992, p. 61). Such a 
standpoint is postulated on the incompleteness of knowledge, and on the inherent limits to observation and anticipation (Beunen, Van 
Assche, & Duineveld, 2015; Luhmann, 2006). There are a multiplicity of present conditions, which could be regarded as unknown or 
unobserved, and even more so ways of bridging the chasm between present and future. Instead, in most industrialised democracies 
long-term perspectives often tend to rely on an instrumental and reactive reading of the future, thus failing to acknowledge the 
multiple and contingent evolutionary trajectories involved in shaping the conditions for particular futures to become manifest (DeLeo, 
2017; Gould, 1994; Gross, 2010). This has critical implications for the way strategies are devised for the short, medium or long-term. 
As an essential feature of governance processes, strategies pertain to those action repertoires that connect meaning making pro-
cesses to specific time horizons. In other words, strategies are concerned with how particular future imaginaries are “brought into the 
present forms of social organization and praxis” (Granjou et al., 2017, p. 3). As DeLeo contends, “[p]oliticians are rewarded for fixing 
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problems—not preventing them” (2017, 47), while, for instance, science, environmental agencies and nature conservation organi-
sations are concerned with a much more diverse host of problematisations and related time horizons (Underdal, 2010). By adopting an 
evolutionary vantage point on governance processes, we focus on three main lines of enquiry to unpack the elusive character of 
long-term perspectives, namely on the distinctions between short-term and long-term, perspective and strategy, and rhetoric and 
materiality. 
The first distinction that shapes our analysis is between long-term and short-term perspectives (Millett, 2006). Although any 
distinction concerning time horizons is to some extent arbitrary, we conceptualize long-term perspectives in policy as those per-
spectives that take at least a time horizon of fifteen years or more. Short-term perspectives concern a narrower time-horizon, e.g. things 
about to happen over a period of maximum five years. The different time horizons are often coupled because short-term perspectives 
can focus on the translation of a long-term perspective into more concrete actions (Loorbach, 2009). In governance, these perspectives 
can also focus on the relation between different policy issues, the possibilities and limits for integration, or on the practical conse-
quences of working towards long-term perspectives (Van Assche et al., 2021). 
This brings us to another distinction that is useful, namely the distinction between perspective and strategy, whereby the first 
generally concerns the what and the second the how of governance. The long-term perspective reflects a narrative about the future, 
expected, desired or feared. Consequently, strategy is understood as a combination of narrative and set of institutions, through which 
actions, interactions and decisions are coordinated and structured (Van Assche, Beunen, Gruezmacher, & Duineveld, 2020). To revisit 
the earlier point on the politics of anticipation, envisioning or “[k]nowing the future is one thing, but governing it is quite something 
else” (Granjou et al., 2017, p. 2). Following this line of reasoning, governance processes articulated by long-term perspectives most 
often deal with moving targets. The latter emerge as an expression of interim milestones, each with their own host of temporal 
frameworks (e.g. length of political mandates) and related action repertoires (Mintzberg & Waters, 1985). It is thus the intentional 
character of strategy that requires a dynamic reading when working toward the distant, seemingly fixed end goal of a long-term 
perspective. 
Strategies can be formulated and used to work toward a particular long-term perspective. Conversely, they may inform the con-
struction of a long-term perspective and its institutionalization in policies and plans. Yet, strategies can also be deployed against a 
particular long-term perspective or its translation into actions and material changes. From an evolutionary governance perspective, 
“strategy is always a combination of real intention (a priori) and ascription of intention (after the facts)” often involving “a continuous 
shifting between original intentions, adapted intentions, and ascription of intention” (Van Assche et al., 2020, p. 4). If strategy con-
cerns the intentional and more-or-less procedural coordination of environmentally distributed resources, whether on the short, me-
dium or long run, then those resources should be assessed as well from an evolutionary standpoint. As Groves eloquently points out, 
“anticipation is an environmentally distributed capacity” and such a relational reading suggests that the politics of anticipation may as 
well be conceived as an environmental politics (2017, p. 29). Within governance different (long-term) perspectives co-exist, compete 
for prominence and they likely co-evolve. Any long-term perspective that gains influence is likely to create counter perspectives and 
strategizing against it, simply because perspectives and interests are rarely in line (Golsorkhi, Rouleau, Seidl, & Vaara, 2010). 
Thirdly, we distinguish between what is communicated and what is done in terms of policy making, strategizing, and actions. In 
other words, we distinguish between discursive and material realities. Whereas certain actions can contribute to the realization of the 
long-term perspectives, other actions can hamper their realization. Furthermore, it is well known that developing and presenting long- 
term perspectives is often easier than actually working toward those perspectives (Gunder & Hillier, 2007; Smit & Wandel, 2006). As 
Kuch contends, competing claims around the gaps between present and future represent “a critical site of ethical governance” (2017, p. 
91). Here, one can again look at strategizing, whereby long-term perspectives likely require a translation into short-term perspectives. 
This very translation process is a political one, whereby choices and contestations over a better-yet-to-come inform multiple regimes of 
justification and related blueprints for action, which ultimately transcend into institutional, organizational and/or material changes 
(Brown, 2005; Scott, 1998; van der Steen, Chin-A-Fat, Vink, & van Twist, 2016). To better elucidate the workings of long-term per-
spectives in practice, we dwell hereafter on the case of Dutch nature conservation policy and related efforts to establish a coherent 
national ecological network. 
3. Nature conservation in the Netherlands 
The Netherlands has a long history of nature conservation. Over the past century, nature conservation was gradually formalized in 
governmental policies and laws (Van der Windt, 1995). The most ambitious ideas were developed in the eighties and included in the 
Nature Conservation Plan (LNV, 1990). The overall aim of this policy was the sustainable conservation, restoration and development of 
valuable ecosystems. One of the main strategies to achieve that aim was an ambitious plan for the realisation of a national ecological 
network of protected sites that needed to be enlarged, improved and connected. The ambition was to extend the existing network of 
protected areas with 278.000 ha to a total of 728.000 ha, about 17 % of the total land area of the Netherlands. At that time, this goal 
was envisioned to be achieved by 2018. This policy represented a shift towards an offensive strategy to halt the decline of biodiversity 
and restore many of the ecosystems and natural values that had been lost over time (Jongman, 1995; Van der Heijden, 2005). The 
long-term perspective of a national ecological network was visualized with a map indicating the various core areas, places for nature 
development and the ecological corridors that together should form a coherent and robust ecological network. In addition, policies 
were promoted to ensure the environmental conditions necessary for the conservation of species and habitats and laws to ensure the 
protection of the ecological network. These included, for instance, measures to reduce pollution and restore water systems, as well as 
the realisation of buffer zones around protected areas (LNV, 1996). 
The policy combined state of the art ecological knowledge with a design-oriented form of planning (Jongman, 1995). It built on 
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ideas and knowledge presents in Dutch administration and conservation practices that gradually gained more attention, with the 
Oostvaardersplassen (Vera, 2009), Plan Stork (Bruin et al., 1987; Verduijn, Ploegmakers, Meijerink, & Leroy, 2015) and Living Rivers 
(Helmer et al., 1992) as iconic and inspiring examples (LNV, 1990). The long-term perspective for the realisation of a national 
ecological network was widely embraced by public and private parties, who in consequent years translated it into concrete pro-
grammes, strategies and actions (Hootsmans et al., 2004). Most governmental bodies, at all policy levels, made plans to contribute to 
the realization of the ecological project (Beunen & Hagens, 2009; Van der Windt & Swart, 2008). The national government allocated 
necessary funds for the project coordination, knowledge development and dissemination, and for land acquirement and restoration 
projects (LNV, 1990). Nature development, the transformation of agricultural lands and restoring ecological conditions became an 
important element and throughout the Netherlands nature development has created new core areas that could be added to the national 
ecological network (Baerselman & Vera, 1995; Keulartz, 1999; Van der Heijden, 2005; Vera, 2009). The Government Service for Land 
and Water Management (DLG), an agency of the Ministry of LNV, played an important role in land acquisition, nature development 
and land consolidation projects through which nature areas could be enlarged or newly developed (Buiter & Korsten, 2006). 
The ambitious nature conservation policy also inspired forms of policy integration whereby new nature areas were developed in 
combination with projects to improve water safety and the extraction of sand, pebbles and clay. Specific examples are found in the 
domain of water management (Fliervoet, Van den Born, Smits, & Knippenberg, 2013; Rijke, van Herk, Zevenbergen, & Ashley, 2012) 
and climate change (de Bruin et al., 2009; De Groot et al., 2006). These integrative projects brought different actors, ambitions and 
related budgets together and inspired many others to initiate projects in which nature conservation ambitions could be linked to other 
societal challenges. Another important element in the realization of the national ecological network pertained to the fragmentation of 
nature by infrastructure, such as roads, railroads and waterways. In 2004, the Dutch Multi-Year Programme for Defragmentation 
(MJPO) was initiated to address this problem (VenW, LNV, & VROM, 2004). The programme included a strategy focused on the 
cooperation and coordination between involved actors, knowledge exchange, and coupling between the realization of measures to 
specific projects and initiatives. First, it was analysed at which places infrastructure could frustrate the realization of the ecological 
network. The programme then identified (208) bottlenecks and possible measures, such as ecoducts, ecoculverts, wildlife crossings and 
banks along existing infrastructure that are easily passable for wildlife. Furthermore, it developed a planning and budget with a time 
horizon till 2018 to realize those measures. At the end of the programme, it was concluded that most measures were realized, with 72 
% of the bottlenecks being removed and 23 % being partially solved (MJOP, 2020). A part of the remaining measures is planned to be 
realized in the coming years, while a few bottlenecks might need to be solved later on. 
3.1. Dependencies and timing of problematizations 
Despite the great enthusiasm and tremendous efforts to work towards the long-term perspective, the actual realisation of the 
national ecological network moved forward in fits and starts (Rekenkamer, 2006). Land prices went up, many measures depended on 
the voluntary cooperation of farmers, and nature restoration and development projects triggered critiques from agricultural groups 
(Aarts & Molder, 1998; LNV, 2007; Van der Windt, Swart, & Keulartz, 2007) and other societal actors, including conservationists, who 
held different views on nature (Metz, 1998; Turnhout, Hisschemöller, & Eijsackers, 2004). It was mainly in the first decades of the 
twenty-first century that shifts in the political landscape triggered some gradual, but fundamental changes in the long-term perspective 
and the related institutions for nature conservation, a process that is still ongoing. In 2000, the Dutch government presented a new 
policy document (LNV, 2000). Based on an evaluation of the policy implementation it re-emphasized the importance of the national 
ecological network and the need to put more effort into its realization. The evaluation showed that the pace of realization was too slow 
(Hootsmans et al., 2004). Increasing land prices made it difficult to acquire land and ensure sufficient coherence in the network. Also, 
the improvement of environmental conditions proved to be difficult. 
The renewed policy broadened the idea of nature conservation policy in order to include societal and economic benefits of nature, 
to stress that not just protected areas are important for the conservation of biodiversity, to enhance ecological quality of non-protected 
sites, and to emphasize the responsibility of non-governmental organisations, businesses and the wider public in protecting nature. The 
policy also placed more emphasis on improving landscapes and spatial quality more broadly, including sustainable forest management 
(LNV, 2000). On the other hand, the policy highlighted the need to ensure effective implementation and that related goals are 
formulated in such a way that organisations can be held accountable for their realization. Strategies for the realisation of the long-term 
perspective were adapted with the introduction of a new governance model that included detailed agreements between the national, 
regional and local authorities about goals, means and budgets (LNV, 2004). One important decision of that period was the termination 
of the ecological corridors (Turnhout, 2009; Van der Windt & Swart, 2008). Several studies argued that many ecological corridors were 
not ecologically sound and very expensive (Beentjes & Koopman, 2000; LNV, 2005; Turnhout, 2009). The initial concept of ecological 
corridors was replaced by a more elaborated one of robust corridors (2004, LNV, 2003; Reijnen, Opdam, & Vos, 2003; van der Grift, 
2005). These developments illustrate that the long-term perspective could be adapted to changing insights, on the one hand 
strengthening the core idea of an ecological network of connected sites, while on the other hand broadening the notion of nature to 
visions that place more emphasis on the social and economic benefits of protected areas. Also strategies for the realization could be 
adapted along with changes in the political landscape, placing more emphasis on the economic benefits of nature and using detailed 
agreements to devolve responsibilities for the realization of the ecological network to lower tiers of the government. 
In those years, one could also observe the emergence of discourses that criticized nature conservation policy for its dominant 
ecological focus and perceived negative impacts on economic activities (RLG, 2001). Furthermore, conflicting ideas on what consti-
tutes nature and how it should be protected made it increasingly difficult to initiate new nature development projects (Keulartz, van 
der Windt, & Swart, 2004; Van der Windt et al., 2007). In a similar fashion, the problematic implementation of the EU Birds and 
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Habitats Directives was used to undermine conservation policy (Keulartz et al., 2004; Kuindersma, Kistenkas, & Van Apeldoorn, 2004). 
Although the directives originate from 1979 and 1992 respectively, they only gained public attention in the Netherlands after NGOs 
took legal actions against plans and projects that conflicted with conservation objectives (Beunen, 2006). Until that time the Dutch 
government considered its nature conservation policies to be in line with EU directives and hence not much attention was given to the 
implementation of these directives (van der Zouwen & van Tatenhove, 2002). Throughout the years, it became clear that nature 
conservation entails more than just nature development. The implementation of the EU Birds and Habitats brought renewed attention 
to the notion that nature conservation also requires measures to avoid negative effects from plans and projects not related to the 
conservation of the sites themselves. For instance, it requires an appropriate assessment of those plans and projects and hence to 
specify which activities are possible in and around protected sites. This notion had faded into the background as a consequence of all 
the attention that was given to the more offensive strategy to protected nature through nature development. 
3.2. Alternative perspectives and revised strategies 
Over the years, the discourses in which nature conservation policies were criticised gained more prominence in the media and in 
political debates. Protests were particularly strong from the farmer unions, developers and their political representatives, while 
governmental organisations where generally very silent about the need to protect nature (Beunen, Van Assche, & Duineveld, 2013). 
The critiques targeted very specific elements of the nature conservation policy, such as the assumed strict legal protection stemming 
from the Birds and Habitats Directive and the focus on very particular habitats or species. At the same time, the critiques often ignored 
the fact that the need to protect specific species and habitats are part of a broader perspective and related strategies. They were 
furthermore often based on an incorrect interpretation of what was actually happening. For instance, the critiques that conservation 
laws hampered economic developments were not well founded, as most plans and projects could continue, even after worried citizens 
undertook legal action (Beunen et al., 2013). 
The discourses that critiqued nature conservation policies gained momentum in 2010, when a new government coalition came into 
place, that significantly diluted conservation ambitions (Buijs, Mattijssen, & Arts, 2014; VVD & CDA, 2010). Although the core idea of 
a national ecological network was uphold, the size of the network was significantly reduced (from 728.000 ha. to 668.000 ha.), the 
robust corridors were scrapped, and the time horizon for the realisation was extended from 2018 to 2027 (EZ, 2013; PBL, 2011). 
Furthermore, the realisation strategy was adapted, with the responsibility delegated to the provincial authorities and rigorous budget 
cuts of about 70 %. DLG, the national agency that had played an important role in the realization of the ecological network was 
abolished in 2015 (Pleijte, Kuindersma, Hettinga, & Tepic, 2014). The national government and the provinces negotiated new 
agreements about nature development goals and funding, whereby decisions concerning the strategies and instruments for the real-
isation of the ecological network were left to the provinces (BZK, IPO, & EZ, 2011). Provinces consequently opted for different 
strategies. Several provinces decided to limit the ecological network to the minimum needed to meet international and other legal 
obligations, while others kept the original ambitions in place and decided to invested their own resources for the relations of the 
ecological network (Kuindersma et al., 2015). The diversity of strategies was extended with policies and subsidies through which 
provinces aimed to invite individuals and businesses to create the new nature (Kuindersma et al., 2015). 
At the same time, the national government actively explored the possibilities to weaken conservation law as much as possible, 
basically limiting itself to the international requirements from the EU Birds and Habitats Directives (De Boer et al., 2010; Huys, Backes, 
Joustra, & Koeman, 2009; Veerman, 2006). Through a series of revisions to the conservation laws, the protected status of national sites 
was removed, while for the Natura 2000 sites only the conservation objectives following from the Birds and Habitats Directive still 
remained protected by law. Furthermore, the instruments to designate protected landscapes and habitats were annulled (Dessing & 
Pedroli, 2013). These legal changes made it more difficult to prevent activities with negative effects on protected areas and hence to 
ensure the coherence and environmental quality of the national ecological network. 
3.3. Rhetoric and material effects 
The long-term perspective of a national ecological network that was developed in the eighties and adopted in conservation policies 
since the nineties has certainly contributed to the materialization of a national ecological network. In the period between 1990 and 
2020, many protected sites were enlarged and restored, new sites were added to the network, and fragmentation due to infrastructure 
was significantly reduced (Folkert et al., 2020). Yet, a series of reports also shows that despite all efforts, many species and habitats are 
still threatened, and ecological conditions remain suboptimal for the sustainable conservation of species and habitats (Adams et al., 
2020; WNF, 2020). The decentralisation of nature conservation policies has diluted ambitions, weakened the protection regime, and 
made it more difficult to gain overview of the progress in realising the national ecological network (Bastmeijer & Van Kreveld, 2019). 
In general, provincial authorities seem to lack the means and political will to realise the ecological network. This is readily apparent 
from the ambiguously defined conservation goals, to the minimum measures to actually achieve those goals, to the dominant emphasis 
on the economic use of nature areas (Bastmeijer & Van Kreveld, 2019). 
It is interesting to note that in the same period nature conservation policies have evolved from scientifically sound and detailed 
policy documents to ones that still promote the idea of a national ecological network and healthy environmental conditions, albeit 
without much substance (EZ, 2014; LNV, 2019). While recent policy documents largely focus on possible positive outcomes, they lack 
an elaboration of the measures actually needed to achieve the goals and hardly address the difficulties governments face when trying to 
implement those measures (Bastmeijer & Van Kreveld, 2019; Bouwma, Beunen, & Liefferink, 2018). The rosy picture sketched in 
policy documents strongly differs in fact from the much more pessimistic one emerging from official reports about the poor 
R. Beunen and I. Barba Lata                                                                                                                                                                                        
Futures 126 (2021) 102679
6
conservation status of species and their habitats, the difficulties governments face in designating and effectively protecting a sufficient 
area of land, and the failure to solve environmental problems like nitrogen deposition, pollution, and drought (Adams et al., 2020; 
Bastmeijer & Van Kreveld, 2019; Sanders et al., 2019; WNF, 2020). 
The current state of the affairs stands in a rather sharp contrast to the initial long-time perspective: no longer centrally coordinated, 
no longer a specific organisation, less financial means, less expertise, and an over-reliance on voluntary cooperation and a coupling 
with economic developments. The resulting governance shifts played a critical role in the reassessment and adaptation of related 
strategies. In practice, the lowering of ambitions concerning the network size and the substantial removal of robust corridors from the 
perspective took their toll on the overall protection of the network. Consequently, the materialization of the ecological network has 
slowed down and it remains difficult to actually enable the ecological conditions necessary to ensure the long-term conservation of 
species and their habitats. Notwithstanding what appear to be rather averse circumstances, the long-term perspective of a national 
ecological network still endured throughout time, something we discuss in the following section. 
4. The performance and endurance of the long-term perspective 
Overall, the long-term perspective of a national ecological network developed in the eighties has had a profound effect on Dutch 
nature conservation policies and practices ever since. The long-term perspective, itself a strategy for the sustainable conservation of 
species and their habitats, translated the concept of an ecological network into a concrete vision and related strategies for the real-
isation of that vision. The materialisation of that vision became visible in various nature development projects through which the 
national ecological network was enlarged. Nevertheless, one can observe an ongoing failure to deliver on the conservation goals 
(Folkert et al., 2020; Sanders et al., 2019). 
The concept of an ecological network had a solid scientific basis (e.g. MacArthur & Wilson, 2001; Van Dorp & Opdam, 1987) and 
the translation of that concept into a long-term perspective and conservation policy largely drew on scientific terms and knowledge 
already present and valued in administration and conservation practices (LNV, 1990). More specifically the concept of an ecological 
network, and related concepts like nature development, rewilding, ecological corridors, are by themselves already strategies, or el-
ements of a strategy, for biodiversity conservation (Baerselman & Vera, 1995; Opdam, Foppen, Reijnen, & Schotman, 1995; Vera, 
2009). Such concepts can thus easily be positioned between a long-term perspective and a strategy, and this already helps in the future 
performance towards strategy making and implementation. 
The performance of the long-term perspective can furthermore be understood by looking at the various means through which actors 
worked towards its realizations, as well as by considering the strategizing against it. Intriguingly, it was very often the national 
government that actually diluted and undermined its own ambitions (cf. Bastmeijer & Van Kreveld, 2019; Chapron, Epstein, 
Trouwborst, & López-Bao, 2017). Analysing the emerging set of dependencies helps to explain why the long-term perspective endured, 
how the perspective and strategies for its realisation could be adapted to changing circumstances, and how the gap between the initial 
ambitions and what was actually achieved has gradually grown. 
Throughout the years, the long-term perspective and its institutionalization in policies, plans and laws, shaped a diverse set of 
dependencies in the governance system. First of all, the perspective itself can be seen as a prevailing goal-dependency that beyond 
paving the way for a novel ambitious approach to nature conservation, also triggered a range of novel approaches (such as nature 
development, rewilding, or climate buffers) and changed the interrelation between nature conservation and other policy domains, 
such as agriculture and water management. This goal-dependency with its strong emphasis on extending the network of protected 
areas deviated focus from the actual protection of species and their habitats, an issue which only gained more attention after citizens 
took legal action against projects with harmful effects on protected species and habitats. Secondly, the institutionalisation of the long- 
term perspective in a wide range of policies and plans created various interdependencies between other perspectives and organisa-
tions, as well as between policy domains and particular forms of knowledge. Particularly in the first decade of implementation, much 
effort was invested in developing knowledge and expertise and embedding this in the activities of the government agency that played a 
pivotal role in the realisation the long-term perspective. These actions helped the dissemination of the ecological network concept and 
the underpinning scientific knowledge. Consequently, many public and private organisations supported the long-term perspective and 
adapted their policies and plans to it. Nature development projects often materialised from the close cooperation between different 
organisations and, in turn, the resulting achievements became an extra incentive for those organisations to further promote and realize 
the national ecological network. Finally, the combination of the different dependencies can be understood as a powerful path- 
dependency. The long-term perspective had both directly and indirectly a series of organisational and material consequences that 
shaped the evolution of Dutch nature conservation policies and practices. Successful projects, agreed on policies, allocated budgets, 
and related strategies made the continuation on the chosen path the most logical option. In retrospect, the strength of the long-term 
perspective of a national ecological network is probably best reflected in the fact that despite many attempts to disrupt the perspective 
and its materialisation, it still withstood fundamental changes. 
The analysis shows that the institutional changes in the domain of planning and nature conservation has altered the linkages 
between the long-term perspective and the strategies for its realization. In the nineties, the main focus was on land acquisition and 
nature development, planned and managed by a dedicated government agency. Later on, the responsibility for the realisation of the 
ecological network was devolved to provincial authorities. An attempt to steer the development of the ecological network via detailed 
agreements between the national and provincial authorities failed and was replaced by a model in which the provinces had more 
freedom, but less funding from the national government. The availability of funding and specific expertise about land acquisition and 
nature development proved to be important, just as the flexibility to link nature development to other domains such as water man-
agement. Over the years, much of these means were reduced, making it more difficult to realize conservation ambitions. The shifts in 
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the policies and available means also required the adaption of existing strategies, as well as the development of new ones by those 
actors whose roles changed along the way. Deregulation of nature conservation law and the devolution of responsibilities to the 
provinces made it more difficult to achieve the environmental conditions necessary for the sustainable conservation of species and 
their habitats (Bastmeijer & Van Kreveld, 2019; Folkert et al., 2020). In order to improve the environmental conditions more 
fundamental transformations are necessary, particular in the agricultural domain (Adviescollege_Stikstofproblematiek, 2020; Bron-
dizio, Settele, Díaz, & Ngo, 2019). Yet precisely the policies and measures that aim at such transformation often face fierce contestation 
(van der Ploeg, 2020). 
Despite a changing political landscape, much more hostile towards nature conservation, and many attempts to alter or weaken 
conservation policy, the long-term perspective of a robust national ecological network kept playing a pivotal role (LNV, 2019). 
Changing governance configurations often tend to generate more friction and uncertainty about the realisation of short-term objectives 
rather than the long-term ones (Holling & Gunderson, 2002). The early stage of a changing institutional context can contribute a 
positive momentum and a diversification of action repertoires, yet, on the flip side, it could result into a spate of competing strategies to 
seize new opportunities despite the rhetorical adherence to an otherwise enduring long-term perspective. As Granjou et al. (2017) 
contend, there is a fundamental difference between envisioning a certain future and the capacity to govern it. Whereas long-term 
perspectives are developed to demonstrate ambition, instruments and strategies are most often used to realize short and 
medium-term objectives. Therewith, these instruments and strategies may ultimately alter the vision as depictured in formal policies. 
Even in the case of an enduring long-term perspective, as the national ecological network envisioned in the Netherlands, the efforts 
geared towards long-term objectives were often changed by the interplay of competing interpretations and interim outcomes (Beunen 
& Hagens, 2009). Consequently, what is seemingly depicted as one perspective is very likely to be a diversity of perspectives, as those 
illusions found in mirror mazes. 
The motif of mirroring instances potentially provides a lucrative overarching imaginary for the politics of anticipation under-
pinning the threefold distinction used in the paper, namely between short-term and long-term, perspective and strategy, rhetoric and 
materiality. Hence, the long-term perspective can be an open concept, which helps to bring actors together, to bridge differences in 
views and interests and to integrate different ambitions. On the flip side, as readily apparent from our analysis, it might as well obscure 
competing interests and real intentions that conflict with the long-term perspective. As such, the open concept could become an empty 
signifier (cf. Gunder & Hillier, 2009), which hinders the efforts to coordinate on the interim outcomes that would generate a positive 
momentum toward achieving the long-term perspective and related goals. The endurance of the long-term perspective of a national 
ecological network is likely related to its sound scientific foundation, its appealing vision, and openness for a diversity of ideas and 
linkages to other policy domains, as well as its institutionalisation into many policies, often linked to budgetary agreements. Although 
ideas, budgets and institutions profoundly changed over the years, the core idea of conserving nature through the realization of an 
ecological network still prevails. Turning to Groves (2017) reading of the politics of anticipation as environmental politics, the case of 
Dutch nature conservation shows how the ebb and flow of environmentally distributed capacities can crystallise over time into a 
powerful path-dependency, as the one articulated by the national ecological network. Drawing further on the network trope, one needs 
to acknowledge the primary role of dependencies and their co-evolution in the governance of long-term perspectives. In other words, 
the network of actors, institutions and material realities emerging over time provides the long-term perspective with some critical 
mass, while it also explains its disposition to change over time. 
These insights are highly relevant for policy analyses and evaluations. It is clear that these should look beyond policy ambitions and 
expected outcomes, by considering long-term perspectives and their translation into various policy documents as elements in a broader 
web of texts, communications, courses of actions and material effects. Such interrogations also require a more in-depth understanding 
of the mechanisms behind performing success and failure. In the Dutch context, for instance, the negative framing of conservation laws 
and technocratic approaches fed into an anti-nature discourse that grew over the years. It also led to institutional changes through 
which nature conservation policy became largely confined to the legal requirements following from the EU Birds and Habitats 
Directive. Hence, the critiques could be understood as a self-fulfilling prophecy that made it even more difficult for other actors to 
engage in conservation policies and practices, that brought even more focus on technical and legal aspects, and that undermined the 
implementation of measures necessary to realize a robust national ecological network and the environmental conditions necessary for 
the sustainable conservation of species and their natural habitats. 
5. Conclusions 
The case of Dutch nature conservation shows that long-term perspectives can be powerful tools in governance. Long-term per-
spectives can prove effective, provided they are attractive, persuasive, and flexible enough to accommodate other perspectives and 
aims, therefore enabling strategies, instruments and other means to works toward their realization. Strategies and instruments that 
focus more on the short to medium-term need to allow for adaptation to changing circumstances. As a general remark, long-term 
perspectives need to balance stability and flexibility. Stability, often in the form of institutionalisation in policies and plans, avail-
able instruments, but also forms of expertise and particular organisations, is needed to ensure that at least certain core ideas are upheld 
throughout time. Conversely, flexibility is needed to adapt the perspectives, related strategies and instruments to changing circum-
stances, arising threats and new opportunities. From an evolutionary governance standpoint, long-term perspectives require an 
increased awareness of the performative and contingent character of future-oriented knowledge, thus nurturing the capacity “for 
innovative transformation at times of change and in the face of inherent uncertainties” (Davoudi et al., 2012, p. 304). 
In the case of Dutch nature conservation, the sound scientific basis, the building on ideas already embedded in administration and 
conservation practices, the use of concepts that can be placed between a long-term perspective and a strategy, and the ongoing societal 
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support for the protection of biodiversity informed a strong path-dependency, which allowed the long-term perspective of a national 
ecological network to survive, albeit in a revised version. Although the realisation of the ecological network is still ongoing and facing 
many challenges, it has helped to improve biodiversity in the Netherlands and deliver on many of the desired results. The experiences 
show that in tackling the grand challenges of contemporary society, governments should not restrain from putting forward ambitious 
long-term perspectives. Even if things change along the way, long-term perspectives can provide a solid basis for future policy 
formulation and implementation, and points of anchorage for ongoing debates. 
References 
Aarts, M. N. C., & Molder, H. F. M.te (1998). Over natuur gesproken: een discours-analytische studie van een debat. Den Haag: Rathenau Instituut.  
Adams, A., Bijlsma, R.-J., Bos, G., Clerkx, S., Janssen, J., van Kleunen, A., & Schmidt, A. (2020). Vogel-en Habitatrichtlijnrapportage 2019 (1871-028X). Retrieved from. 
Adviescollege_Stikstofproblematiek. (2020). Niet alles kan overal. Eindadvies over structurele aanpak. Retrieved from Amersfoort:. 
Baerselman, F., & Vera, F. (1995). Nature development: An exploratory study for the construction of ecological networks. The Hague: Ministry of Agriculture, Nature 
Management and Fisheries.  
Barrett, S. M. (2004). Implementation studies: Time for a revival? Personal reflections on 20 years of implementation studies. Public Administration, 82(2), 249–262. 
Bastmeijer, K., & Van Kreveld, A. (2019). Decentraal natuurbeleid onder de Wet natuurbescherming. Een beschrijving van de provinciale inzet. Retrieved from https://www. 
vogelbescherming.nl/docs/bae5214e-5de3-408f-924e-8f33eb036bb2.pdf. 
Beentjes, R. A., & Koopman, J. C. M. (2000). Kloppende aders. Een impuls aan de realisatie van Ecologische Verbindingszones in Nederland. The Hague. 
Beunen, R. (2006). Nature conservation legislation & spatial planning: For better or for worse? Journal of Environmental Planning and Management, 49(4), 607–621. 
Beunen, R., & Hagens, J. E. (2009). The use of the concept of ecological networks in nature conservation policies and planning practices. Landscape Research, 34(5), 
563–580. https://doi.org/10.1080/01426390903184280. 
Beunen, R., Van Assche, K., & Duineveld, M. (2013). Performing failure in conservation policy: The implementation of European Union directives in the Netherlands. 
Land Use Policy, 31, 280–288. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.landusepol.2012.07.009. 
Beunen, R., Van Assche, K., & Duineveld, M. (2015). Evolutionary governance theory: Theory and applications. Heidelberg: Springer.  
Boezeman, D. (2016). Understanding the transformation of climate futures. A conceptual framework illustrated with urban adaptation policy. Futures, 76, 30–41. 
Bouwma, I., Beunen, R., & Liefferink, D. (2018). Natura 2000 management plans in France and the Netherlands: Carrots, sticks, sermons and different problems. 
Journal for Nature Conservation, 46, 56–65. 
Brondizio, E. S., Settele, J., Díaz, S., & Ngo, H. (2019). Global assessment report on biodiversity and ecosystem services of the Intergovernmental Science-Policy Platform on 
Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services. Bonn, Germany: IPBES Secretariat.  
Brown, N. (2005). Shifting tenses: Reconnecting regimes of truth and hope. Configurations, 13(3), 331–355. 
Brown, N., & Rappert, B. (2017). Contested futures: A sociology of prospective techno-science. Routledge.  
Bruin, D. D., Hamhuis, D., Nieuwenhuijze, L.v., Overmars, W., Sijmons, D., & Vera, F. (1987). Ooievaar: de toekomst van het rivierengebied (pp. 29–40). Arnhem: 
Stichting Gelderse Milieufederatie. 
Buijs, A., Mattijssen, T., & Arts, B. (2014). “The man, the administration and the counter-discourse”: An analysis of the sudden turn in Dutch nature conservation 
policy. Land Use Policy, 38, 676–684. 
Buiter, H., & Korsten, J. W. A. (2006). Land in aanleg: De Dienst Landelijk Gebied en de inrichting van het platteland. 
BZK, IPO, & EZ. (2011). Onderhandelingsakkoord decentralisatie natuur. 
Cabantous, L., Gond, J.-P., & Wright, A. (2018). The performativity of strategy: Taking stock and moving ahead. Long Range Planning, 51(3), 407–416. 
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